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ABSTRACT

Farmers markets connect local producers and consumers while creating opportunities for community engagement and access to
locally produced foods. However, participation may be constrained by structural and financial barriers and shaped by relationships
between consumers and vendors. This study examined how accessibility, affordability, and trust shape community participation in
farmers markets through the perspectives of multiple stakeholder groups. Fifty-five semi-structured, in-person interviews were
conducted with market visitors, farmers and vendors, market managers, and SNAP/WIC coordinators across eight farmers markets
during 2025-2026. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis. Findings identified transportation difficulties, geographic distance,
and operating schedules as barriers to access, although some visitors were willing to travel farther to obtain local produce and
support their communities. Affordability reflected both financial constraints and perceived product value, with some consumers
associating premium prices with freshness, quality, and familiarity with vendors. Community partnerships, financial incentives, and
efforts to facilitate SNAP benefit use were identified as potential strategies for reducing financial barriers. Trust was associated
with vendor familiarity, perceptions of responsible production practices, and direct consumer—vendor interactions. Overall, the
findings suggest that farmers market participation is shaped by the interplay of practical accessibility, purchasing capacity, and
relational experiences. Addressing structural and financial barriers while supporting information exchange and trusted consumer-
vendor relationships may help foster more inclusive participation in local food systems.
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1. Introduction

Consumer interest in food quality, safety, transparency, and product origins has contributed to growing attention toward local
food systems and alternative food retail channels (Aucoin & Fry, 2015; Baby & Joseph, 2023; Ma et al,, 2024). Within this context,
farmers markets provide opportunities for direct interactions between consumers (Aucoin & Fry, 2015; Baby & Joseph, 2023; Ma
et al,, 2024) and producers while facilitating access to fresh and locally produced agricultural products. In addition to facilitating
access to local food, farmers’ markets serve as community gathering spaces that promote social interaction and interpersonal
relationships in ways that differ from conventional large-scale food retail environments. They also enhance the visibility of locally
produced goods and provide opportunities for consumers to engage more directly with local producers (Aprile et al., 2016; Warsaw
et al, 2021).

Food accessibility is an important issue that influences whether individuals and households can obtain affordable and nutritious
foods. When healthy foods, such as fresh fruits and vegetables, are not readily available within a community, residents may rely
on convenience stores, where food options may be more expensive and offer fewer nutritious choices (Aku et al., 2018; Baby &
Joseph, 2024; Larsen & Gilliland, 2009). Farmers' markets have the potential to improve food accessibility by bringing fresh fruits,
vegetables, and other locally produced foods directly into communities. However, access to these markets depends on residents’
abilities and community support more than their physical presence. Factors such as transportation, affordability, location, operating
hours, and convenience can influence whether community members are able to participate (Aku et al.,, 2018; Baby & Kim, 2024;
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Schupp, 2017). Therefore, evaluating farmers’ market accessibility requires moving beyond determining whether a market exists
and examining whether community members can realistically reach, afford, and utilize the foods and services offered at the market.

Farmers’ markets must be perceived as affordable and responsive to the needs of low-income consumers. Although farmers'’
markets provide access to fresh and locally produced foods (Baby & Kim, 2025; Larsen & Gilliland, 2009), the prices of some
products may remain difficult for low-income households to afford. In addition to food prices, transportation costs and other
expenses associated with visiting farmers’ markets can create further barriers to participation (Ghazaryan et al., 2018; Larsen &
Gilliland, 2009; McGuirt et al, 2011). Programs such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), the Special
Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC), and other food incentive/support programs have the
potential to increase the purchasing capacity of low-income consumers at farmers' markets. Therefore, it is important to assess
whether consumers are aware of these programs, whether they participate in them, and whether farmers’ markets accept and
actively collaborate with nonprofit organizations and other community-based organizations to support low-income and food-
insecure consumers.

Trust is widely recognized as an important factor in strengthening the resilience of local food systems. Previous research has
associated local food purchasing with support for local communities and the development of relational trust between farmers and
consumers. Within the farmers’ market literature, direct relationships between farmers and consumers are frequently identified as
a key foundation of trust. Such trust may develop through direct interactions (Andreatta & Wickliffe, 2002; Baby et al., 2023) with
farmers, transparency regarding farming and production practices, and consumers’ perceptions of product quality, freshness, and
authenticity. Farmers’ markets facilitate these interactions by providing consumers with opportunities to communicate directly
with producers, ask questions about how food is grown and produced, and establish relationships with local vendors (Chen et al.,
2019; Huseynov et al., 2022). However, uncertainty regarding product origins, pricing, production practices, or the authenticity of
claims that products are locally produced may undermine consumer trust.

Access, affordability, and trust may be experienced and perceived differently by stakeholders depending on their roles and
involvement in farmers markets. For instance, consumers encounter these factors through their purchasing decisions and market
experiences, whereas farmers and vendors may view them in relation to product pricing, customer interactions, and market
operations (Aucoin & Fry, 2015; Ma et al., 2024). Similarly, market managers may address accessibility, affordability, and trust from
an organizational and operational perspective, while SNAP/WIC coordinators may provide insights into financial assistance
programs and barriers faced by low-income consumers (Dannefer et al., 2015; Larimore, 2018). These differing perspectives
highlight the importance of examining farmers' market participation through the experiences of multiple stakeholder groups.

Although existing research has examined accessibility, affordability, and consumer trust in farmers markets, these dimensions have
often been considered separately, limiting our understanding of how they collectively shape community participation. Furthermore,
integrating the perspectives of consumers, farmers and vendors, market managers, and nutrition assistance program coordinators
may provide a more comprehensive understanding of the barriers and facilitating factors influencing farmers market participation
across stakeholder groups. Accordingly, three research questions guided this study: (1) How do physical and structural factors,
including transportation, market location, and operating hours, influence accessibility and community participation in farmers
markets? (2) How do perceived price fairness, product value, and access to nutrition assistance programs shape affordability and
participation in farmers markets? (3) How do perceptions of product quality, product origins, transparency, and consumer—vendor
relationships influence trust and participation in farmers markets?

2. Methods

This study employed a qualitative research design to investigate how accessibility, affordability, and trust influence community
participation in farmers markets. The research was conducted at eight farmers markets in the Mid-Missouri region of the United
States during 2025 and 2026. The selected markets varied in size and levels of community engagement, with estimated attendance
ranging from approximately 500 to 2,000 visitors during peak market sessions. A qualitative approach was deemed appropriate
for exploring participants’ experiences, perceptions, and perspectives concerning the structural, economic, and relational factors
that shape participation in farmers markets. A purposive sampling strategy was employed to recruit participants based on their
roles, experiences, and involvement in farmers markets. A total of 55 semi-structured, in-person interviews were conducted with
four stakeholder groups: market visitors, farmers and vendors, market managers, and coordinators of SNAP / WIC.

Data were collected using a semi-structured interview guide comprising 11 open-ended questions designed to explore
participants’ experiences, perceptions, and perspectives regarding farmers market participation. The interview protocol addressed
three principal thematic areas. The first focused on participants’ relationships with farmers markets, including their experiences,
purchasing practices, and perceptions of changes in market participation over time. The second examined accessibility and
affordability, with particular attention to transportation, market location, operating hours, perceived price fairness, and participants’
awareness and use of nutrition assistance programs. The third explored trust and barriers to participation, including perceptions
of product quality, product origins, pricing practices, consumer—vendor relationships, and factors perceived to limit broader
community engagement. Interview data were documented through written field notes and audio recordings. Prior to data
collection, the study received approval from the Institutional Review Board, and all research activities were conducted in accordance
with the approved study protocol and applicable ethical requirements of the University of Missouri.
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Interview data were analyzed using thematic analysis, incorporating both deductive and inductive approaches. The analysis
involved familiarization with the interview data, generation of initial codes, grouping related codes into broader categories,
identification of preliminary themes, and subsequent review and refinement of themes. During the coding process, participants'
responses were examined to identify recurring patterns related to transportation and market accessibility, perceived price fairness,
financial constraints, nutrition assistance programs, product quality, and consumer—vendor relationships. Related codes were
organized into broader categories and subsequently developed into themes representing key barriers and facilitating factors
influencing farmers’ market participation. The identified themes were reviewed in relation to the research questions and across
stakeholder perspectives to examine how structural, economic, and relational factors contributed to participants' experiences.

3. Results

3.7 Accessibility

Physical and structural accessibility emerged as an important consideration in participants’ experiences of farmers markets.
Although farmers markets provide opportunities to purchase fresh and locally produced foods, their presence in the community
does not necessarily ensure that all residents can access them conveniently. Participants highlighted transportation availability and
distance as factors influencing their ability to visit markets. One market visitor described the challenge of reaching the market,
stating, "For me, I face issues getting to the farmers market because of access to reliable transportation from my place.” This account
illustrates how limited access to reliable transportation can create practical barriers to participation. In contrast, another visitor
described traveling beyond their home county to access locally produced foods: “I do not have a farmers’ market in my county, so
I travel to this location. Even if it is far and | still drive because | love local produce.” This account highlights how the absence of a
nearby market can require additional travel, while also illustrating how interest in local produce may motivate consumers to
overcome distance-related challenges. Together, these accounts demonstrate that accessibility is shaped by both transportation
constraints and the geographic availability of farmers markets.

In addition to transportation, market operating hours and location influenced participants’ experiences of accessibility and
convenience. A visitor suggested that existing market schedules may not accommodate everyone's work commitments and daily
routines. One participant suggested offering markets on alternative days, explaining, “I heard of some markets with high footfalls
work on one of the weekdays like Tuesdays or Wednesday's evening, at least during summer, and so that timing can be adjusted. As
I work on Saturdays, | miss some market days." This account highlights how scheduling may limit participation among individuals
whose work commitments conflict with regular market hours. Location and convenience also shaped participants’ decisions to visit
farmers markets. Another visitor noted, “It's far from my house and | do have a Walmart nearby. But | love local produce and thought
to support my community.” This statement illustrates the tension between the convenience of nearby conventional food retailers
and the motivation to purchase local produce despite the additional travel involved. Together, these accounts suggest that market
schedules and geographic convenience influence opportunities for participation, even among individuals who value local food and
wish to support their communities.

3.2 Affordability

Affordability emerged as a multidimensional issue involving perceived price fairness, product value, and consumers’ financial
capacity. Participants associated the value of farmers market products with their freshness, quality, and distinctive characteristics.
One visitor explained, “I always come here to get fresh baked bread and organic honey,” illustrating how particular products
contributed to their market experience. Another participant expressed a willingness to pay a higher price because of an established
relationship with a producer, stating, “/ am ready for a slightly premium price as | know the vendor who grows it and | have been
buying from him." This account suggests that familiarity with vendors and confidence in their products may influence consumers’
evaluations of price and value. However, willingness to pay a premium does not necessarily indicate that products are affordable
for all consumers, as financial constraints may still limit purchasing capacity. The findings therefore highlight the distinction
between perceived product value and consumers’ ability to purchase farmers market products regularly.

Nutrition assistance programs and community-based financial incentives emerged as potential mechanisms for improving financial
accessibility. A market manager described partnerships with local financial institutions to support lower-income households,
explaining, "We have local businesses like local credit unions providing dollar-matching programs for low-income households, and
they can register and access benefits from the counter.” This account illustrates how community partnerships may help extend
consumers’ purchasing power. Similarly, a SNAP coordinator emphasized efforts to facilitate the use of nutrition assistance benefits
at farmers markets, stating, "We are making sure and trying our best for all the SNAP holders to make it usable at the farmers
market." This perspective highlights the importance of making existing benefits practically accessible to consumers. Together,
these accounts suggest that improving affordability involves not only the perceived fairness of product prices but also the
availability of financial incentives and accessible payment mechanisms that enable consumers to purchase the foods they value.

3.3 Trust

Trust emerged as an important facilitator of positive farmers’ market experiences. Participants associated confidence in market
products with vendor familiarity, perceptions of responsible production practices, and information about how products were
produced. One visitor explained, “I have been coming here for at least three years, and | know a few vendors growing the produce
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responsibly and organically.” This account illustrates how repeated market visits and familiarity with individual vendors may
contribute to consumers’ confidence in the products they purchase. From the vendor perspective, a honey seller emphasized
adherence to production guidelines, stating, “As a honey seller, we follow all USDA guidelines for the organic produce.” This
statement reflects the importance of production practices and standards in vendors’ accounts of product credibility. Together,
these accounts highlight how familiarity with producers and information about production practices can contribute to consumers’
perceptions of trust in farmers market products.

Direct interactions between consumers and vendors further illustrated the relational dimension of trust. A vendor described the
importance of regular customers, stating, “/ have my regulars who come during the whole summer to get fresh produce from me.”
This account highlights the recurring interactions that can develop between vendors and consumers over a market season. A visitor
similarly emphasized the value of personal interaction, explaining, “That is the difference with the grocery store here in the market.
I need that experience where the seller can describe how he produces this, and he is ready to spend as much time as needed to explain
the produce. I like those conversations.” This account illustrates how opportunities to ask questions and receive information directly
from vendors contribute to the distinctiveness of the farmers’ market experience. The visitor's emphasis on these conversations
suggests that direct communication provides opportunities to learn about production practices and develop familiarity with
vendors. Collectively, these accounts highlight how repeated interactions, information exchange, and opportunities to engage
directly with producers contribute to positive consumer—vendor relationships and perceptions of trust in farmers markets.

4. Discussion

This study explored how accessibility, affordability, and trust shape community participation in farmers markets, highlighting the
interconnected structural, economic, and relational factors that influence market experiences. The findings indicate that
transportation challenges, geographic distance, and market operating schedules can limit participation, even among consumers
who value locally produced foods and wish to support their communities. Affordability emerged as more than a question of price,
reflecting consumers’ perceptions of freshness, quality, and relationships with familiar vendors, while also highlighting the financial
constraints that may limit purchasing opportunities for some households. Community partnerships, financial incentives, and efforts
to facilitate SNAP benefit use were identified as potential mechanisms for improving financial accessibility. Trust was reinforced
through repeated interactions with vendors, familiarity with producers, and opportunities to obtain information about production
practices and product origins. Collectively, these findings suggest that participation in farmers markets depends not only on
consumer interest in local foods but also on the ability to access markets, afford their products, and develop confidence in the
people who produce and sell them.

These findings highlight the importance of addressing accessibility, affordability, and trust collectively to promote broader and
more inclusive participation in local food systems. Improving transportation options, introducing flexible market schedules,
strengthening nutrition assistance programs, and expanding community-based incentive initiatives may help mitigate structural
and financial barriers to participation. Furthermore, transparent communication regarding production practices and opportunities
for direct interactions between consumers and vendors may foster trust and enhance overall market experiences. Collaboration
among market managers, vendors, and community organizations may also play an important role in developing inclusive market
environments that respond to the diverse needs of local communities. The findings further suggest that coordinated efforts among
these stakeholder groups may contribute to addressing participation barriers more effectively. However, these findings should be
interpreted within the context of this qualitative study conducted across eight farmers markets in Mid-Missouri and should not be
generalized to all farmers markets or consumer populations. Future research could examine how accessibility, affordability, and
trust vary across geographic and socioeconomic contexts and evaluate the extent to which targeted interventions influence market
participation over time. Overall, this study provides insights into the interconnected roles of structural conditions, economic
considerations, and interpersonal relationships in shaping farmers market participation, highlighting the importance of integrated
approaches to improving accessibility, inclusivity, and responsiveness within local food systems.
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